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The Beijing Forum this year has gathered together about 300 scholars in many different academic disciplines, and 
representing 40 countries or regions, to discuss in detail issues under the general themes of ‘The Harmony of 
Civilizations and Prosperity for All—The Universal Value and the Development Trend of Civilization’. Individual 
participants will undoubtedly bring to bear their specific skills and subject knowledge in the panel sessions dealing 
with the six sub-themes. I have spent my entire academic career as an historian and it is as an historian that I wish to 
suggest some general points about the themes of this year’s Beijing Forum. 
I
Historians looking at major developments and trends in civilizations and at how harmony and prosperity have 
been or have not been achieved are aware that these are complex processes and not simple events. When the general 
public looks at major developments such as the European Renaissance, the American, French and Chinese 
Revolutions and the Industrial Revolution they often associate these major developments with particular individuals 
achieving specific things at a definite date. They might think, for example, of the American Revolution in terms of 
Thomas Jefferson drafting the American Declaration of Independence in Philadelphia in early July 1776. An 
historian, however, would set this in a much wider context and would be very conscious of the long-term trends that 
led up to the American Declaration of Independence, at the many people involved in helping to promote or hinder 
this decision, and at the prolonged and profound consequences of this document that affected millions of people for 
many decades thereafter and in other countries than America. An historian would therefore see particular events as 
part of a complex process that involved whole societies and often produced results that were unexpected, 
unanticipated and perhaps barely noticed until decades later. Such an historian would acknowledge that major 
developments are not simply the result of known actions resulting in obvious and expected consequences, but are 
produced by a complex interaction of causes that contemporaries living at the time do not always perceive and 
consequences that they and even later generations do not fully appreciate. Zhou En Lai, the famous Chinese 
revolutionary and statesman, who spent some years in France as a young man, was apparently asked in 1972 by 
Richard Nixon, the American President, what he thought the impact of the French Revolution of 1789 had been on 
European civilization. He is reputed to have responded: ‘It is too early to tell’. This is both a humorous and a 
cautious reply, but it is also a profound one. 
Let us, for example, take as a case study the development and impact of democracy as a particular form of 
government. We will find that many politicians and the general public in North America and Western Europe have 
associated democracy with the progress of stability and the achievement of prosperity, and they appear to believe it 
was achieved long ago and relatively easily. Historians would offer a very different and more complex view. They 
know that it took centuries for democratic governments to develop, the path to this form of government was hard, 
uncertain and far from straightforward, and even the future of this form of government remains uncertain today. 
Western commentators may refer to the democracy of Ancient Athens 2500 years ago, but historians would note this 
was a society with many slaves and in which women had no political role. The American Declaration of 
1877-0428 © 2010 Beijing Forum. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
doi:10.1016/j.sbspro.2010.05.007
Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 41 (2010) 6644–6648
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Harry Thomas Dickinson / Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 41 (2010) 6644–6648 6645
Independence may announce: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal...’, but this 
document was drafted and signed by men who owned black slaves and they created a system of government that 
would not free the slaves for another ninety years and would deny them equal political rights for another century 
after that. The French Revolution quickly announced its support for ‘Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity’ and it 
produced its impressive ‘Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen’, but France soon degenerated into 
violence and terror, produced a military dictator who tried to subject all of Europe, and, in 1814—15, restored the 
Bourbon family that ‘had learned nothing and forgotten nothing’. Politicians and the general public in my own 
country boast of the Westminster Parliament as if it had been a democratic body for all of its more than 700 years of 
existence. But only the lower chamber, the House of Commons, was elected, and for most of its history this 
legislative chamber was elected by a very small proportion of the adult male population and for much of its 
existence it exercised little power. 
It is true that the struggle for liberty stretches far back in time, but achieving it has been a long, hard struggle and 
even now no country can claim that the battle has been won. In Britain, for example, we can point to restraining the 
power of the monarch back at least as far as Magna Carta in 1215. We know that the Levelers of the 1640s and the 
Chartists of the 1830s and ‘40s tried to make the executive and legislature accountable to the people. We can point 
to major intellectual arguments in favor of human rights and political liberty in John Locke’s Second Treatise of 
1690, Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man of 1791—92, and John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty in 1869, but, if we look at 
when actual effective reforms were achieved we need to come much nearer the present day. All adult males in 
Britain did not gain the right to vote until 1918. For all adult females it was 1928 before this political right was 
achieved. No state in North America or Western Europe has had a fully democratic electoral system for as long as a 
century. The USA enfranchised women by the 19th Amendment to the Federal Constitution in 1919—20. France did 
not grant the vote to women until 1944. Switzerland did not do so until the early 1970s and Spain not until 1976. 
Democratic structures are therefore much more modern than is often supposed. Moreover, they cannot be said to 
have achieved all that we can, in theory, regard as democratic ideals. In my own country, for example, we have an 
unelected head of state and an upper legislative chamber, the House of Lords, whose members owe their position to 
inheritance or government nomination. An honest historian of any country in North America or Western Europe 
could point to some way in which the actual democratic structure of that country failed to meet the democratic ideals 
that are often expressed, even by leading politicians in those states. 
II
If we look at the way political structures can produce prosperity, particularly for the vast majority of people and 
not just for the powerful few, we again often find that politicians and the general public in North America and 
Western Europe maintain that it is democratic regimes that produce more dynamic economies and spread prosperity 
more widely among their populations. While it is true that these countries are, at present, among the most 
prosperous in the world, historians would warn us to be careful of making a simple link between democratic 
structures and economic prosperity. For a start, it can be easily argued that democratic regimes emerged out of 
growing economic prosperity rather than that they were ever responsible for securing increasing prosperity. 
Democracy is only possible in societies already possessing important and advantageous social and economic 
conditions. Throughout most of human history in all parts of the world most people have lived in small rural 
communities and have been employed in subsistence agriculture. They have had limited contact with the outside 
world, they have lived in dire poverty, they have been ignorant of how to change their social practices and economic 
circumstance, and they have been dominated by a narrow minority of men who alone possessed wealth, status and 
power. In such social and economic circumstances democracy cannot flourish and prosperity cannot be widely 
spread. Greater political liberty and greater and more widespread prosperity emerged as societies became more 
urbanized, developed commerce and manufacturing, established stable financial institutions, and desired the goods 
and services produced by the learned professions and a myriad of what we now call service industries, providing 
amusements, recreation, hospitality, travel, and cultural activities. Nearly all of these developments depend on 
people being educated. Farmers can survive while being illiterate. Merchants, financiers, manufacturers, lawyers, 
doctors, teachers, innkeepers, actors, etc. need to be literate and numerate, and, if society and the economy are to 
progress, some of them need to be highly educated. We can see these kinds of social and economic developments 
occurring on an increasingly wide scale in Western Europe and North America in the 17th and 18th centuries, long 
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before any of these countries developed democratic regimes. In medieval Europe only the clergy and a tiny number 
of professional men were literate. By the 18th century most men in the middle classes were literate because they 
were involved in politics, estate management, commerce, finance, manufacturing or the learned professions. Most of 
them lived in towns or spent a considerable time in towns. The larger towns developed schools to educate these men 
and a print culture that enabled them to communicate with other men far distant from themselves. As economic 
progress depended on workers being able to operate complex machines, to transact business between different towns 
and even different countries, and to provide the services more prosperous men desired, it then became necessary for 
the state to expand literacy and educational opportunities for ordinary workers. The British state began providing 
elementary education for all from the 1830s and secondary education for all from the 1870s-again long before it 
granted the vote to all. Similar educational developments can be observed in many other countries in Western 
Europe and North America. Ruling elites and governments did not start to provide free, mass education because the 
masses had already been empowered by democratic reforms, but because it benefited the elite and the states they 
governed to have a growing economy and a more attractive lifestyle based on a large literate workforce and more 
very highly educated professional men. 
The highly successful economies that have developed in North America and Western Europe since the Second 
World War have progressed under political regimes that are described as democratic, but they possess, in fact very 
different political structures. The Dutch and the Swedes are individually as prosperous as or even more prosperous 
than the Americans and yet they have very much larger welfare state provision and state interference in their 
economies. Japan, India and South Korea have successful economies with even more different democratic structures 
and social values. China and Singapore have highly successful economies and quite different political and social 
structures. In recent weeks even a Republican administration in the USA that is particularly devoted to a free 
capitalist economy has felt the need to interfere in the banking and financial sector of the American economy in 
ways that a socialist government might do. It is clear therefore that economic success and greater prosperity for 
ordinary citizens can be achieved under a range of different political structures and social systems. Impressive 
economic advances and widespread social and economic benefits may have begun in Western Europe and North 
America in modern times, but we have seen these achievements emulated and spread to other parts of the world, 
particularly to Asia and the rising economic giants of China, Japan and India. If we are to achieve harmony and 
prosperity in and across the world these developments need to spread even further. We have seen, however, that 
they are not dependent on first creating democratic regimes. These economic developments may, of course, lead to 
more democratic regimes as the kinds of social and economic developments just briefly outlined spread more widely 
across the world. But it is always possible that other political structures and economic models may prove more 
successful. Historians know that individuals and states are always in complex processes that have no clear starting 
point and no obvious end. Whatever Francis Fukuyama wrote, the present-day capitalist economy and democratic 
political system does not mark The End of History and the Last Man.
III
The majority of participants at this Beijing Forum are not in government, do not make laws or manage large 
economic enterprises. Few if any of us can be major actors in making the world more harmonious by political means 
or creating greater prosperity for the human race by our direct engagement in economic developments. We can, 
however, engage in promoting education, understanding and collaboration that can undoubtedly have an indirect but 
still powerful influence on improving harmony and advancing prosperity. 
In the first place, we are nearly all engaged in education in some capacity or other and, as I have already 
indicated, the spread of education has major political and economic consequences and is the underpinning for much 
social progress and economic prosperity. As I have indicated, for much of human history the majority of human 
beings were illiterate and very few indeed had an advanced education. In every society that has been transformed 
from an impoverished, subsistence economy supporting a tiny elite into a prosperous society where large numbers of 
people live in towns, engage in commerce, finance, manufacturing, the professions and the service industries, and 
live more fruitful and fulfilling lives, it is the growth and deepening of educational opportunities that have produced 
these results. The impoverished and undeveloped countries of the world, many of them unfortunately in sub-Saharan 
Africa, will remain so while even primary education is denied to many of their people, many of them remain 
illiterate, and these countries are, in consequence, desperately short of well-educated citizens. If we look at the most 
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advanced and prosperous countries of the later 20th century, we note how they have gone beyond the mass provision 
of primary and secondary education to the mass provision of higher education. The USA has some of the very best 
universities in the world, providing a magnificent education for a small minority of young men and women. But it 
also has over 2,300 four-year degree-awarding colleges and universities and almost 2,000 community colleges 
providing higher education at sub-degree level. Japan has over 700 higher education institutions, France has over 
500, and Germany over 350. Britain now has over 200 degree-awarding colleges and universities, all of them now 
much larger than they were, as well as a large number of colleges of further education. The most advanced 
economies in the world are now educating to degree level well in advance of 30 per cent of the relevant age group 
and some have ambitions to expand to around 50 per cent. The most dramatic increase in the last few decades has 
been the enormous expansion of women graduating with university degrees. Since women still play the major role in 
bringing up children, this gives them a particularly important role in influencing the next generations. 
In recent years the world has been amazed by the rise of the Chinese economy and, to a lesser extent, that of 
India. I am confident that education has played a large part in this development. When I first came to lecture in 
China, in 1980, the universities had recently re-opened. I met 30 or so students who were highly intelligent, 
remarkably industrious and deeply committed to learning (I am pleased that one or two are here today), but, at that 
time, the proportion of Chinese studying at universities was very low, the low proportion of women students was 
very marked, and the resources of Chinese universities in terms of libraries, laboratories and equipment were much 
below those I had knowledge of in Britain, Western Europe and the USA. Since then I have been enormously 
impressed with the expansion and development of universities in China. China today has far more students in higher 
education, many more women in particular, and its resources are now of a much higher standard. It always has had 
some of the best human resources in the world and, in recent years, it has begun to provide that impressive pool of 
intellectual talent with the material resources needed to produce university education of the highest quality. It seems 
to me obvious that the amazing economic successes of China in recent years and the flowering of Chinese culture in 
new forms are intimately connected with the educational changes that have also occurred. China now possesses 
some of the best universities in the world as well as some of the finest students and teachers. These admirable 
developments can be seen elsewhere in Asia. A glance at the list of the best universities in the world sees 
universities in other East Asian countries, such as Japan, South Korea and Singapore, also climbing to the higher 
positions. 
Education qualifies students for many jobs needed in what is now the knowledge economy, but it also enriches 
their lives and empowers them to assume greater responsibility for their own actions, for the world around them and 
for the health, prosperity and welfare of the political society in which they live. They possess greater control over 
themselves, greater autonomy and have greater options in how to live their lives. 
The second means by which participants at this Beijing Forum can promote harmonious relations between 
civilizations and greater prosperity in different civilizations is to advance a deeper understanding of human nature 
and of the world we inhabit. Whatever academic subject or discipline that any of us studies, it involves us in gaining 
a greater understanding of ourselves, a greater appreciation of the similarities and differences of people who live in 
different societies with different histories and cultures, a better understanding of our environment, and a greater 
mastery of the medical, scientific and technological changes that can improve our lives. If we do not understand 
ourselves and others, if we cannot meet in free discussions like the Beijing Forum, if we do not study and teach in 
other countries, if we do not control dangers to our environment, if we do not gain greater medical knowledge or 
learn better ways of feeding our bodies and our minds, we shall not achieve harmony or prosperity. We sustain 
ourselves and also the world by improving our understanding of all peoples and all our environments. What I have 
seen in coming to China over nearly thirty years is how China has opened itself up to the outside world and how 
many more Chinese people have direct experience of or at least knowledge of life outside China. In 1980 a few of 
my young students had not met anyone from Britain and none had traveled or studied abroad. Now I know for a fact 
that some of them are more traveled than I am and have spent even longer in foreign countries. In 1855, Wong Fun 
was the first Chinese student to graduate in medicine in a European country and he did so at the University of 
Edinburgh. At present, there are well over 500 Chinese students enrolled in a wide range of subjects at Edinburgh 
University. Over 7000 Chinese students entered British higher education for the first time this semester and there are 
over 70,000 Chinese students studying in Britain at some level at present. Almost as many Chinese students are 
studying at higher education institutions in the USA and many study in other countries across the world. China is not 
alone in sending its students abroad. India sends even more students to the USA and it also sends many to Britain. 
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The same can be said for other Asian countries such as South Korea, Singapore and Malaysia. Newspapers, TV and 
the internet bring news of the rest of the world to China, while developments in China are reported in some depth 
across the world. The recent Olympic Games were watched by hundreds of millions of people across the world and 
they were enormously impressed at how well they were organized and presented. Chinese films are admired across 
the world and have won many international awards. 
Finally, participants in the Beijing Forum are involved in a collaborative venture that can itself promote harmony 
and good international relations, but which is also only a part of a vast range of academic collaborative projects that 
involve many universities across the world with their counterparts in other countries. Academics and educational 
administrators in more advanced and prosperous countries can do much to assist those in poorer and less advanced 
countries. The leading universities in the more advanced countries collaborate in research projects and teaching 
programs to a greater extent than ever before. My own University of Edinburgh, for example, has formal links with 
Peking University and the historians at both our universities are already visiting each other’s institution. I would like 
to say here how much I have enjoyed nearly thirty years of teaching Chinese students, some of them now eminent 
professors of history, while also admitting how much they have taught me. I have never met such committed 
students and such dedicated scholars anywhere else in the world. My involvement with China is the most exciting 
and stimulating contact I have with foreign scholars, and I have met many such scholars. My contacts with China 
have changed and enriched my life. It has helped to make me what I think all academics should become, a citizen of 
the world. I have only given here a tiny indication of the vast range of academic networks and joint research and 
teaching projects that now exist across the universities of the world. Any list of the foreign universities that, for 
example, Edinburgh University or Peking University cooperates with, runs into many dozens. Such impressive 
figures can be replicated across the world. The fact that about 300 participants from over forty countries or regions 
are here at the Beijing Forum just this year alone is a sign of how academic contacts, inter-changes and collaboration 
are advancing in recent years. Such ventures, multiplied in their hundreds, should certainly assist in promoting good 
international relations, increasing harmonious interchanges between different societies and helping to spread 
prosperity more widely. 
